I52                             PESHAWAR
THE KHTBER
With the barbed-wire that rings Peshawar all
vegetation ends. We followed a long flat road
across a rocky plain. A scene of utter desolation
where the only living creatures visible were a few
caravanless camels and some goats vainly nibbling
slabs of slate. The mountains we had seen from the
city drew nearer, gaunt giants proudly flaunting
their poverty, cloaked in blue shadows dark with
mystery and malice.
At a point where the road forked off some houses
came into view. We halted. Here was the first
outpost. A group of soldiers gathered round us.
No, we had brought no guns; I had not thought it
necessary.
" Indispensable," said the officer in charge.
" What's more, there's a regulation about it. But
you needn't go back to Peshawar ; I'll detail one
of my men to go with you, and you can drop him
on your way back from the Khyber."
A huge fellow in khaki, carrying a rifle, took the
seat beside the driver. After signing our names in
a greasy-looking register (another regulation, so we
were told) we entered a road spanned by a horizon-
tal pole, like a level-crossing or a toll-road.
Now the plain ended ; there were no more
boulders, only a sleek expanse of solid rock, slate-
black, ribbed with ridges. I pictured a herd of
sunken elephants with only their ridged backs pro-
truding. The mountains hung above us ; they had
suddenly lunged forward as if to take us by surprise
and bar our progress. The foothills clamped their
knees together, their flanks bulging with the effort
to fend us off, their ravishers. You could see their
knotted muscles, sinews tautening against assault.